I feel a shadow behind me. A paddle steamer bearing the name "Augustus the Strong" is moored below, in the swerve of river. Nothing over the hills beyond.
Then I realize: this was the approach that night, straight up the valley, over everything I see.
*
As the first wave arrived, at the end of its five-hour journey, the winter cloud cover opened-as if on cue-over the marvelous city. Here is the marker in my mind:
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Survived the Firestorm Here * When the second wave of 550 fully laden Lancasters approached at 1 a.m., the airmen could see the glow from a hundred miles away.
One of them, Doug Hicks, wrote: "Almost daylight conditions prevail. The sky is lit up from the horrendous inferno on the ground that is now the target. In this lighted environment I now see bomber aircraft everywhere . . . I have difficulty in comprehending this vast armada of aircraft converging on the target."
Another, Miles Tripp, wrote: "The streets of the city were a fantastic latticework of fire. It was as though one was looking down at the fiery outlines of a crossword puzzle; blazing streets stretched from east to west, from north to south, in a gigantic saturation of flame. I was completely awed by the spectacle."
When the second wave arrived, none of their marker flares could be made out through the blaze & smoke-so in the end, the master bomber ordered the pilots to "bomb the center of the fire."
When the second wave arrived, there was no warning at all.
And everything else, dear Reader, you know.
How everyone took to their cellars, mothers lying atop their children, wrapped in blankets, pressed to the floor-where it seemed some traces of air might be.
How those who stayed in suffocated-waiting for firefighters who were already dead themselves.
How those who went out, went out into the gale-force winds, the actual pillar of flame.
How no one could help the women in maternity wards, the elderly in wheelchairs.
How no one could help the hordes in the Hauptbahnof, the zoo, & the park-where a steady rain of bombs wailed down through the shattered & exploding trees.
And no one could help the Circus Sarrasani tigers, burning piteously in their cages.
And no one could help the royal Lipizzaners-led through the city by hand that night, in flight from the Eastern front-80 stallions cut to pieces with their grooms.
And yet: or the way each word unfolds in her mind, or because she is only two-thirds down the page.
